Sleep deprivation costs learners

n Uganda, as in many parts of the world,
waking up before dawn to study or work
hasbecome almost a badge of honour.
Sleepis often treated as a luxury,and
those who wake up late are sometimes
viewed as lazy.

Meanwhile,there is pride in sleeping just

. afew hours a night,as if it reflects discipline
. or commitment.But this culture of early ris-
. ingand long hours may be quietly harming

our children, affecting their academic,emo-

tional and physical wellbeing.
In schools, the pursuit of academic excel-

lence ofign comes at the expense of some-

thing essential: quality sleep.

In many schools,students are expected to

. recover lost learning time through extend-

: edlessons,often beginning before sunrise.

i With recent government-mandated exten-

i sions to school reopening, these sessions

¢ may become more common.Long hours

: have gradually become normalised,driven
: byteachers and students eager for academ-
: icsuccess, but rarely questioning the cost.

Other factors contribute to sleep depri-

vation. Girls may lose sleep due to house-
¢ hold chores or menstrual pain. Noise in

school environments, television and inter-

- net streaming,and overloaded timetables
: allplayarole. However, excessive academ-

ic pressure remains one of the most signif-
icant contributors, reflecting how schools
prioritise performance, examinations and

rankings, while giving limited attention to
: rest and holistic development.

Sleep deprivation among learners is more
than alifestyle issue; it is a public health
concern. A long-term study conduefed in

¢ Uganda by the Medical Research Council

i (MRC),the Uganda Virus Research Institute

¢ (UVRI) and the London School of Hygiene

: and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM),in partner-
- ship with Reach A Hand Uganda,found that
: insufficient sleep contributes to conditions

¢ suchas hypertension, heart disease and di-

Quahty educatlon and
‘good health are inse-
“’palabl gthat

abetes. For young people, however,rthe‘most -

Jimmediate concern is mental health and
alertness.

The study revealed worrying patterns.The
median sleep duration on school days was
just 4.8 hours,rising to 6.5 hours on non-
school days.Only 12.8 percent of students
reported getting the recommended seven
to 11 hours of sleep on school days,and 38.5
percent on non-school days.Boarding stu-
dents fared worse than day students,expe-
riencing more anxiety,sleep disruption and
fatigue.

Environmental and social pressures com-
pound the problem. Heavy workloads,
wake-up times as early as 3am, peer pres-
sure, extracurricular activities and late-
night social interactions all reduce rest. Day
students face additional challenges such as
household responsibilities, overcrowded
homes and unrestricted screen time. Many
learners report dozing off in class simply to
cope.Female students consistently report
poorer sleep satisfaction and alertness than
their male peers.

While sleep has a profound impact on
health and performance, it is unavoidable,
hence the need for balance.

There are practical steps learners and

schools can take.Students can set fixed
study times, avoid late-night cramming, lim-
it screen use before bed and treat sleep as
part of their study plan. Maintaining regu-
lar schedules, creating supportive environ-
ments and ensuring access to decent bed-
ding can prevent long-term health prob-
lems.

Schools,families and communities all
have arole to play. Addressing sleep depriva-
tion is part of delivering quality education
and protecting learner wellbeing. The find-
ings speak directly to Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 3 onGood Health and Wellbeing
by highlighting links between sleep, mental
health and the prevention of non-commu-
nicable diseases. They also support Sustain-
able Development Goal 4 on Quality Educa-
tion, which emphasises learning environ-
ments that enable students to thrive. Ensur-
ing learners are well-rested is therefore es-
sential to achieving both health and educa-
tion outcomes.

If we are serious about improving learn-
ing outcomes and safeguarding children’s
health,sleep must be recognised as a poli-
cy issue,not merely a personal choice.The
Ministry of Education and Sports, togeth-
er with the Ministry of Health,should re-
view school schedules and early-morning
routines through a wellbeing lens,guided
by evidence on adolescent sleep needs.Na-

* tional school health policies should explicit-

lyinclude sleep alongside nutrition, mental
health and physical activity.

Schools should adopt learner-friendly
timetables and balanced workloads. Teach-
er training institutions can integrate sleep
education into learner support frameworks,
while parents should be sensitised to under-
stand that rest is essential.

Quality education and good health are in-
separable. Ensuring that our children sleep
wellis not optional.
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